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Introduction:  When information is passed from one person to the next, things can 
become confused and distorted.  This is especially true when we are in a hurry or we 
don’t know the whole story.  If we are in a hurry, we leave out important facts; if we 
don’t know the whole story, we may fill in the blanks with information that may or 
may not be true.  Either way, the story becomes farther and farther from the truth.  
If someone wants to know the truth, they need to go to the original source and find out what they 
want to know.  We should never completely believe anyone who is relating information to us second or 
third hand unless we can verify the information in some manner. 
 
Materials:  Twenty multi-colored miniature marshmallows and twenty multi-colored toothpicks for 
every three people in the class.  A lunch sack or plastic bag for each team. 
 
Time Frame:  30 minutes plus discussion time 
 
Directions:   

1. Divide your class into teams of three.   
2. Have each team create a design using up to ten various colored toothpicks and up to ten 

various colored marshmallows.  The designs must lay flat on the table or floor.  The design 
should be two dimensional rather than three dimensional.   

3. As the teams are creating their design, they need to set aside the same number and color of 
marshmallows and toothpicks they used to build their design.  Have them put these into a small 
sack (or Bag).  This set of marshmallows and toothpicks will be given to the builder on the team 
that must recreate that particular design so he will have the right material to work with.   

4. Once all the teams have created a design, explain that each team must designate an explainer, 
a messenger and a builder.   

5. At this point have the explainers go and sit by a different team’s design.   
6. Do not let any other member of the team see this design.   
7. Send the builders to the other side of the room and give them the sack of marshmallows and 

toothpicks that corresponds with those from the design where the explainer is now sitting.  
Have the builders sit facing away from the explainers so they cannot see the design that they 
will have to build. If you have limited space they can sit back to back. 

8. The messenger goes to the explainer.  Have the explainer positioned so the messenger cannot 
see the design.  The explainer will tell the messenger what the structure looks like.   

9. Then the messenger goes to where the builder is located and without being able to see what 
the builder is building, he relays what the explainer has told him about the design.   

10. The messenger may make as many trips back and forth between the explainer and the builder 
to get instructions or ask questions as he/she wishes.   

11. At no time may the messenger see the actual design the explainer has in front of him or the 
design the builder is building.   

12. Questions may be asked, but looking is not allowed.   

Build What You Hear 
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13. When each team has finished recreating the design they have been assigned, have the entire 
team get together and see how closely they were able to duplicate the original by using only 
verbal instructions. 

 
Debriefing: 

 What did you see happening during this activity? 

 What were you thinking when you were creating the designs? 

 Were some of the designs harder to recreate than others?  Why 

 What were some of the problems the explainer had? 

 What were some of the problems the messenger had? 

 Which position do you feel was the most difficult? 

 Which position do you feel was the easiest?  Why 

 Which position was the most important?  Why 

 What kinds of things did the messenger have to do to make sure he heard the instructions 
properly? 

 What kinds of things did the messenger have to do to be sure that the builder heard him 
correctly? 

 Why is listening such an important part of this activity? 

 How can we relate this activity to communication? 

 Have you or someone you know ever had a situation where someone told something about you 
and didn’t tell the whole store?  Describe some of these situations. 

 Have you ever heard gossip that you knew wasn’t true? 

 How do you stop gossip once it gets started? 

 What are some listening skills that will help keep the story clear? 

 What are some of the behaviors that get in the way of us clearly understanding something that 
someone else is telling us? 

 How can these behaviors be corrected? 

 Which person is more important, the person telling the story or the person listening to the 
story?  Why?   

Variations:  

 You may use more than one messenger.  This helps the activity end more quickly.  It is also a 
good idea with younger groups.  They can transfer the information faster and in smaller chucks. 

 Do not have the correct colored toothpicks and marshmallows put into the sack for each team.  
Simply place a pile of toothpicks and marshmallows out on a table and have the builders find 
what they were told to use. 

 To make the activity more challenging, you may allow them to build three dimensional 
structures that have to be duplicated rather than two dimensional structures.      


